Complement opsonization is required for presentation of immune complexes by resting peripheral blood B cells.
Complement receptor 2 (CD21, CR2) is a B cell receptor for complement degradation products bound to Ag or immune complexes. The role of CD21 in mediating Ag presentation of soluble immune complexes by resting B cells was studied. Complement-coated immune complexes were formed by the incubation of influenza virus with serum from immune donors. These complexes bound to peripheral blood B cells in a complement-dependent manner. The binding required CD21 or, to a lesser extent, complement receptor 1 (CR1, CD35). B cells pulsed with immune complexes containing complement elicited a response from a panel of influenza-specific T cell clones, while those pulsed with immune complexes formed in the absence of complement did not. The expression of the early activation marker CD69 and the costimulatory molecule CD86 were not induced by CD21 ligation alone, suggesting that CD21-mediated Ag presentation occurs independently of B cell activation. Up-regulation of these markers required exposure to T cell factors elicited by the recognition of Ag derived from complement-containing immune complexes. These findings suggest that binding of Ag to CD21 enables Ag-nonspecific B cells to participate in the activation of Ag-specific T cells in a process that occurs independently of well-characterized B cell activation events.